



Although Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894) is not among Mark Twain (1835-1910)’s most renowned works, 
many critics find it as an interesting work to examine. This paper aims to examine a motif of dilemma 
and the denial following it. Firstly, it is imperative to acknowledge the dilemmatic characteristics of 
Roxy caused by her dual identity as a black and white woman. Moreover, emphasis needs to be laid 
to point out how such dilemmas are denied in the South where the code of the Southern gentlemen 
prevailed. Thirdly, by closely looking at the elements of detective fiction in this novel, another predic-
ament will be investigated which is related to being individualistic in America which enforces 
standardized individualism. Again, what is going to come to the surface is the motif of dilemma which 
both the author and the nation suffered from. 
1. The Racial Dilemma of Roxy and Her Dualistic Identity
　　Firstly, it is necessary to articulate the complex characterization of Roxy, one of the main charac-
ters, in order to examine the essence of the novel. Above all, it is Roxy who embodies the dilemmatic 
history of slavery in America. She was raised as a slave because of the so-called “one-drop rule,” even 
though her skin color was purely white. The discrepancy between the body and the mind is symboliz-
ing her dilemmatic nature. For instance, she believes that cowardice of her own son Tom had 
originated from his black blood: “It’s de nigger in you, dat’s what it is. Thirty-one parts o’ you is white, 
en on’y one part nigger, en dat po’ little one part is yo’ soul.” (75) It is obvious from this passage　that, 
despite being a black woman, she is convinced that the white race is superior to the black race. Just 
as Roxy, black slaves in America suffered from low self-esteem. Through Roxy’s dilemmatic charac-
terization, the reader is aware of the complexity of slavery.
　　Furthermore, another significant fact is that Twain describes how a dilemma finally tempts a 
person to abandon it by compromising with the authoritative value. As Ann M. Ryan says, Roxy could 
be a defiant and even feministic figure who fights against the society. After the case is closed and her 
beloved son Tom Driscoll is sentenced for murder, she dedicates herself to the church as if to lessen 
the emotional pain: “In her church and its affairs she found her only solace” (120). The rebellious Roxy 
who dares to commit a crime finally succumbs and becomes a submissive woman who is a slave to 
the authority of church.
　　I would say that Roxy’s defeat equals the defeat of individuality―a problem that will be exam-




ined in the third chapter. The reader of Pudd’nhead Wilson will not see Roxy as merely a “white” or 
a “black.” Roxy’s characterization is so rich and unique that it easily defies the stereotypes of the 
race. Yet, the defiant Roxy is gone when she tries to be in accord with the society and the authority 
by losing individuality. This transfiguration symbolically reveals the levelling homogeneity in America 
from which many American people must have suffered.
2. Sleep and Denial
　　In this chapter, we will examine how Pudd’nhead Wilson deals with the status of denial which 
was one of the prevalent natures of America. As mentioned previously, Twain reveals the dilemmatic 
nature of slavery and conflict between individual and society. Furthermore, the novel also reveals the 
status of denial of such a dilemmatic situation in America by employing a motif of sleep throughout 
the novel. 
　　The motif of sleep repeatedly appears in the novel. At the beginning, Twain introduces the exte-
rior of the town as follows: “The town was sleepy, and comfortable and contented. It was fifty years 
old, and was growing slowly̶very slowly, in fact, but still it was growing” (4). The author narrates 
how the town looks peaceful and idyll on the surface. Yet what this sleepy condition implies is not 
true peacefulness, but a denial of the sin, slavery. The denial is reinforced by the Southern gentlemen 
of the ruling class who are content with the status-quo of the town. As with the description of the 
town, Twain appears to insert scenes as symbols of the denial in which the Southern gentlemen are 
asleep. For instance, Tom’s biological father, Percy Driscoll, “slept well the night he saved house-min-
ions from going down the river” (14). While Tom Driscoll heavily suffers from his dilemmatic situation 
caused by sudden realization that he is actually a “nigger,” these southern gentlemen are untram-
meled by such internal conflicts. The contrast between the southern gentlemen and Tom Driscoll 
shows that there is a prevalent tendency of the South: even though there is the hideous truth of slav-
ery, they tend to ignore it.
3. Pudd’nhead Wilson as a detective fiction: individuality and homogeneity in America
　　Pudd’nhead Wilson partly adopts a structure of detective fiction in which Twain was deeply 
interested at the time it was written. By decoding the detective plot of this novel, we may give an 
answer to the dilemmatic nature of it.
　　Tom’s crime and his identity as a “nigger” are finally revealed in court by his fingerprints which 
Wilson has been keeping for a long time. As a result, he is sold down the river as a slave. On the sur-
face it looks like a decent happy ending of a detective novel. Yet some critics raise a question about 
this conclusion. Forrest G. Robinson argues that “[the mystery plot of Wilson] filled narrative space 
and time, thus diminishing the full force of the race-slavery plot, and it was the justification for the 
happily distracting conclusion” (28). His argument exactly shows what kind of effect the structure of 
detective fiction has on the reader. Again, what comes to the surface is the motif of denial: the detec-
tive plot in this novel functions as a blinder for the hidden dilemmas of slavery and distracts the 
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reader from it. 
　　Furthermore, we can see another obscure yet significant theme by examining the detective plot: 
the conflict between each individual and oppressing society. From one angle, we can say that it is a 
novel that reflects the homogenizing atmosphere of America; this is the biting satire of the materialis-
tic world where the ruling class decides who you are with the power and the knowledge of science in 
an automatic manner for the sake of the ruling system. In light of this, Roxy and Tom are victims of 
the system, and Wilson is an agent of science and the system that simplifies the individuality of each 
person for the sake of the community.
　　To examine the standardizing force in America that echoes the novel’s hidden motive requires 
the understanding of what kind of environment America was. Van Wyck Brooks says:
We were a relatively homogeneous folk before the Civil War, and the practical effect of pioneer-
ing and the business régime was to keep us so, to prevent any of that differentiation which is the 
note of the true human progress, ̶in short, to “standardize” us. (69-70)
Brooks reveals the ironic and contradictory truth of America: where the right of “liberty” is promised 
in the declaration, one is required to be “standardized.” Being an artist, Twain suffered from this stan-
dardizing force and even tried to be in accord with it through his life.
　　The author probably wrote the novel in protest against the homogenizing force in America. How-
ever, we should not completely dismiss Brooks’ well-known argument that Twain himself was also a 
“businessman” who tried to be in accord with the homogenizing atmosphere. In keeping with Brooks’ 
argument, one cannot fail to notice that Twain and Wilson, now a corrupt figure who sides with the 
slave-holding town, have things in common: sharp wit, an interest in new technologies, and cravings 
for public popularity. In short, if we see Wilson as Twain’s “businessman” identity, we can find 
Twain’s own dilemmatic nature hidden in the novel; while he seems to be criticizing the homogeniz-
ing atmosphere in America, he is also part of the problem.
Conclusion
　　We have seen that Pudd’nhead Wilson is not only about the racial issue, but also the dilemma 
caused by being individualistic in America: the standardizing force which forces each person to be fit 
into some kind of patterns or categories that are invented by race, slavery, gender, or other kinds of 
features. Twain appears to protest against such a standardizing environment. Yet, probably the most 
dilemmatic aspect the novel shows is that it was Twain who suffered the most from his separate 
identities. Thus, examining dilemmas enables us to see Pudd’nhead Wilson from a different perspec-
tive.
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